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mill it for bread. Later on, the river swelled its banks
due to a seasonal rain, and a herd of hippos came by
and ate their fill of tomatoes. The work was all for
naught. The tomatoes were gone. No one had asked
the villagers if the tomato patch was safe from flood-
ing and if the harvest would be safe from hungry hip-
pos. Thus the title, Ripples from the Zambezi.

After a great deal of thought and introspection,
Ernesto Sirolli had learned his lesson.  It was then that
he concluded that the way the Italian agency went
about the business of helping people help themselves
was all wrong.

Sometime later, Sirolli traveled to Australia and went
about the business of helping people help themselves.
This time, instead of showing up to proclaim that he
was there to lead the charge toward prosperity, he qui-
etly showed up in a small fishing town and waited. He
hung out at local coffee shops and restaurants. He got
acquainted with other customers and word got around
about his purpose there.

Sirolli never promoted his chosen task. Instead, he
waited for people to approach him, and tell him about
themselves, and tell him what they wanted to do with
their time and talents. He wanted to hear individuals –
one by one - tell of their personal dreams of economic
improvement for themselves and their families.

In one experience, Sirolli was visited by a fisherman
whose dream was to process local fish stock as a
value-added product and sell it worldwide. The fisher-
man was passionate about his dream. He wanted to
make his dream come true. He visited Sirolli many
times. He talked incessantly about fulfilling his
dream. 

The Sirolli Institute, in association with the
Denali Commission and the Alaska Federation
of Natives, invited AFN to participate in a

Due Diligence review of the work being done by the
Institute’s U.S. based Enterprise Facilitation team in
Sherman, Texas and in Baker City, Oregon.  The Due
Diligence review included two additional locations,
however, this report is limited to the team’s work in
Sherman, Texas and Baker City, Oregon.

The Sirolli Institute is an organization that seeks to
provide hands-on assistance to individuals desiring to
become involved in enterprise start-ups and private
businesses in geographical areas experiencing limited
economic viability.  

Founder Ernesto Sirolli has written a book explain-
ing how he came to devise the strategy of enterprise
facilitation. The Permaculture International Journal
described the author and his ideas thus: “Sirolli says
our society should give up its pushy and paranoid
pursuit of trying to motivate people to work, espe-
cially young people. Instead, we should let them dis-
cover what really grabs them, and then be available
with the best possible knowledge.”

The title of the book is “Ripples from the Zambezi.”
In it, Sirolli recounts his experience as a young man
sent to Africa by the Italian government to help
locals become good workers.  Sirolli and his agency
looked the landscape over and decided that they
could have the Africans plant tomatoes close to the
Zambezi River. The agency also planned that the vil-
lagers could then sell the tomatoes and learn how to
make cash money. But after one-day’s work, and
after getting paid, the workers never came back.
Instead, they did what they felt needed to be done for
themselves – like buy grain with their money and

Ernesto Sirolli

We don’t try to make things happen no matter the cost. We don’t hold the 
economic development of a town in higher esteem than our individual client.
Nothing, not headlines, possible jobs, or money to be made will make us 
jettison our client’s trust. Motivational theory doesn’t work - anyone who has
tried to motivate their own children will agree with this. 

Ernesto Sirolli
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After Sirolli decided the man was fully committed,
he undertook the task of providing whatever help he
could. In time, the fisherman’s dream became a reali-
ty. Upon seeing that one person could become a suc-
cessful businessman, others showed up to talk with
Sirolli, and a client base soon grew. 

The Sirolli Institute’s dedication to providing hands-
on assistance, free of charge to individuals, would
certainly be a different and new approach to the eco-
nomic development process in rural Alaska. Most
programs have been created and devoted to village
corporations, tribal councils, and other institutions
with the hope that cash generated by these organiza-
tions will trickle down to local employees. Like the
Zambezi River experience, there have been many
examples of similar “ripples from the Yukon, the
Kuskokwim, and other rivers” in rural Alaska.

The Denali Commission/AFN Partnership

The Denali Commission is a federally funded pro-
gram created under the auspices of U.S. Senator Ted
Stevens. It is mandated to focus on the construction
of needed infrastructure in rural Alaska. Village
water and sewer systems, roads, bulk fuel tank
farms, airports and health centers have been planned
and constructed over the past several years. The
Commission’s work continues and will likely
progress well into the future.In addition to planning
and completion of major construction projects, the
Commission also endeavors to promote viable eco-
nomic development in rural villages. AFN, represent-
ed on the federal panel by Commissioner Julie Kitka,
is also deeply committed to the development of long-
term, sustainable economic growth in rural commu-
nities. 

It was for that reason that a Due Diligence review was
initiated. The trip was planned by the Denali
Commission staff, with Paul McIntosh of the
Commission taking the lead. The Alaska Department
of Community and Economic Development was rep-
resented on the review by Ruth St. Amour of the
department’s Anchorage office.

Enterprise Facilitator Ned Webb of the Sirolli Institute
conducted the workshop process in Sherman, Texas.
Enterprise Facilitator Ruth Townsend of Baker City,
Oregon conducted the process in Baker City.

Ned Webb, Sirolli Institute

Ned Webb directs the project implementation func-
tions of the Sirolli Institute. He is the former director
of Community Development for the Kansas
Department of Commerce & Housing.  The
Community Development Division administered
about 20 million dollars per year of U.S. Small Cities
Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) pro-
gram funds and a variety of State Community
Assistance Services programs. 

As Community Development Director he was able to
start five Enterprise Facilitation projects in the State. 
Prior to coming to the institute Webb, for 13 years
helped western Kansas communities realize their eco-
nomic potential. He was Director of Economic
Development for Russell County, Kansas, responsible
for community development, business recruitment and
business retention on a countywide basis.  Prior to that
position, he served as Executive Director of the
Northwest Kansas Planning and Development
Commission and Pioneer County Development in Hill
City, Kansas.  

Ned Webb

“I’m here to help you along but I won’t tell you how to do your job.”

Ned Webb
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The 18-county regional commission specialized in
writing and the administration of community grants
for counties and cities and the development of finan-
cial packages to assist small businesses. Webb  was
born and raised in suburban Chicago and was educat-
ed at Roosevelt University, Chicago. Prior to his
Kansas experience he was a public administrator in
three Illinois communities. He brings to the institute
his unique public service perspective from both an
urban and rural view and over 40 years of dealing
with communities. 

Sherman, Texas

Located in the northeast region of Texas, Sherman is
a quiet, growing community of about 35,000 resi-
dents and is the recognized social, economic, govern-
mental, and environmental center for a four county
area including Grayson and Fannin Counties in Texas
and Marshall and Bryan Counties in Oklahoma.
Founded in 1846, the town of Sherman was 
incorporated in 1858. The city was named after
General Sidney Sherman, the commander of the
Republic of Texas cavalry at the Battle of San
Jacinto. He was credited with the famous saying,
“Remember the Alamo!”

Within a 50-mile radius, a six-county labor market
number approximately 250,000 of those 18-years old
and over. Demographically, the population is largely
Caucasian (75.6 percent), along with a Black popula-
tion of 11.2 percent; a Hispanic population of 12.1
percent and 1.1 percent falling in the “other” catego-
ry.

The labor sectors include:

• Government -14%
• Natural Resources & Construction -7%

• Manufacturing -15%
• Trade, Transportation & Utilities - 19%
• Information - 1%
• Financial Activities - 6%
• Professional & Business Services - 6%
• Education & Health Services - 19%
• Leisure & Hospitality - 9%
• Other Services - 4%

Miscellaneous:

• Sherman, TX.  Labor Force -57,217
• Employed - 53,696
• Unemployed - 3,521
• Unemployment Rate - 6.2%
Source: Texas Workforce Commission
(www.twc.state.tx.us)

LOCAL GOVERNMENT OVERVIEW

Form of Government: Council/Manager
• Mayor - 1
• City Council Members - 6
• There is a zoning body and master plan.
• Current Moody’s Bond Rating A3
• Current Standard & Poors Bond Rating A
Total Budget

• City of Sherman (2004-2005) $ 53,163,263

Contact Numbers:

• City Manager - 903/892-7200
(www.ci.sherman.tx.us)
• City Engineer - 903/892-7210
• Permits, Planning & Zoning - 903/892-7229
• Sherman Economic Development Corporation:
903/868-2566 / 800/981-2566

Members of the Sherman, TX. Executive Committee
Right to left: Bill Jones, Chairman; Kathryn Hicks,
Vice Chairman; Joe Bright, Treasurer;  Lisbeth
Echeandia, Secretary 
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• Sherman Area Chamber of Commerce: 903/893-
1184 (www.shermantexas.com)
• Grayson County: 903/813-
4200(www.co.grayson.tx.us)
• Grayson County Appraisal District:  903/893-7673
(www.graysoncad.org)
• True Automation Tax and Appraisal (www.trueau-
tomation.com)

ENVIRONMENT AND CLIMATE

The topography of Sherman, TX is generally flat
with gently rolling wooded terrain.

Climate: Sherman’s comfortable climate allows year-
round recreation.

Annual Averages:
• Temperature 73o F
• Maximum 93o F
• Minimum 44o F
• Humidity 56.0%
• Rainfall 40.0”

Sherman, Texas Enterprise Facilitation
Process

After being invited by the Sherman Chamber of
Commerce, the Sirolli Institute sent Ned Webb to
Sherman to meet with community members who had
seen an advertisement in a local newspaper about a
town meeting to be held at the Texoma Workforce
Development Center in Sherman. 

According to locals, the advertisement was non-spe-
cific as to what would transpire. It merely called for
attendance by those interested in helping the commu-
nity move ahead economically. The advertisement,
designed by Sirolli, was deliberate in its generality

so that those who showed a genuine interest would
attend. That follows the philosophy adopted by the
Sirolli Institute: Those with a passion to “do” some-
thing to improve the economy will generally show up
and make their time and talents available. The other
reason is to help ensure that community and business
leaders who attend will also be asked to support the
program on a localized level.

On April 12, 2005, more than 50 people showed up at
the Workforce Development Center. Among them
were Chamber of Commerce members, business and
civic leaders, a local physician, and managers of local
companies. During the morning session, Webb
explained in detail the concept and philosophy of the
Sirolli Institute’s Enterprise Facilitation Project. 

After a working lunch, Webb requested that all 50-
some members of the group accept the challenge of
becoming Board members of the Enterprise
Facilitation effort. Several declinations from attendees
were indicated – those who said they could not
become Board members for one reason or another.
Webb then asked them to name those from the group
that might make good leaders – and members of a
four-person Executive Committee. He stressed that
this was not a formal nomination and election proce-
dure. 

“Just raise your hand and give me a name. I’ll write it
on the blackboard,” Webb said. About a dozen names
made it on the list.

“OK, now we’ll hold an informal election.” Webb said
as he held up a cardboard box and scraps of paper torn
into small pieces. “I’ll pass these pieces of paper
around. This is how informal we are. What you need
to do is write the name of the one you think will make
a good Chairman of this Board and president of the

Ned Webb, standing at far right, introduces the Sirolli
Enterprise Facilitation process to the Sherman, TX.
gathering in April 2005
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Executive Committee.”

The first ballot produced the name of Bill Jones as
top vote getter. Jones is the head of the local
Chamber of Commerce. Jones is an effective busi-
ness leader who is also part Cherokee Indian. 
The next ballot produced the Vice-President of the
Board and VP of the Executive Committee. 

“Now, do you want to hold two more elections to
name the other two Executive Committee members –
the Treasurer and Secretary - or do you want to
accept them from the list of those receiving the most
votes?” Webb asked.

After a short discussion, the group decided it would
accept the next highest vote getters as members of
the Executive Committee. 

Webb explained that the responsibility of the
Executive Committee will be two-fold: Continually
search for more project funds, and direct the work of
the Enterprise Facilitator, a person the Board would
hire with funds they had previously received from
the State of Texas.

“Your first priority will be to advertise for the posi-
tion of Enterprise Facilitator for your area, set the
salary and set out their responsibility,” Webb said.
“That will take about 6-weeks. After that, you’re on
your own. You set the parameters of your Facilitator
– how he or she will work – what he or she will do –
and how he or she will do the work.”

Webb added that he would be available to the Board
as they saw fit. “I’m here to help you along but I
won’t tell you how to do your job.”

In February 1999, local community leaders Barbara
Phillips and Pam Peyron persuaded the Rotary
Club in Baker City to host Ernesto Sirolli at their

weekly luncheon. About 50 people were in atten-
dance. Sirolli told the Australian fisherman story, and
told the hippos in the tomato patch story.

The visit made by Sirolli kindled a fire, prompting
local people to organize.

By December of that year, a small core group began
the work to introduce the Enterprise Facilitation
process in the Pacific Northwest. At a meeting that
month, the Board, made up of 25 people, elected
Gordon Zimmerman, the city manager of Baker City,
as chair and assigned the task of fund-raising to him.

The group subsequently developed a two-year budget
of $172,000, and named their project BEGIN, Baker
Enterprise Growth Initiative. A proposal for funding
was submitted to the Oregon Economic and
Community Development Department. Although
skeptical, the department agreed to fund the training
portion of the project offered by the Sirolli Institute.

In a March 2000 issue of the Oregon Business
Magazine, writer Peter Donovan said: “Defying the
usual approach to economic development, citizens in
Eastern Oregon are aiming to secure their towns’
futures by nurturing entrepreneurial spirit.” Enterprise
Facilitators, he said, “help steer but do not row. The
idea  is that people do best when they do what they
love and they are more likely to succeed if the initia-
tive comes from them.”

With half of their funds committed to BEGIN, the
group placed and ad in local newspapers, seeking
prospects for the position of Enterprise Facilitator.

Ruth Townsend,
Enterprise Facilitator,
Baker City, OR., has
been on the job for 5
years.

The Baker City Story
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Five applicants responded. Ruth Townsend, operator
of a family orchard business, was selected. She
began work in July 2000. In 5 years, Townsend has
become a fixture in the community. She is well-
known, especially by those she has helped start their
own businesses. Townsend says she has had about
80-percent success rate since the project started.

Walking the streets of Baker City with Ruth Walking
Townsend is like visiting with an old friend. Almost
everyone in the downtown district knows her by
name. “There used to be a large lumber and timber
mill here. When it couldn’t operate anymore because
of environmental regulations, more than 500 people
lost their jobs,” she said. “This town had to do some-
thing.”

Townsend said when she got her job, she started meet-
ing people anywhere they wanted to; their homes, at
her kitchen table, in coffee shops, restaurants and at
their place of business.

“This is a free and confidential service to our clients.
We don’t offer money, only free, competent, caring
and confidential management coaching, one on one.”

Townsend described her role as one that merely stands
by. “The facilitator never initiates contact. She neither
motivates nor does she approach potential clients.
Clients build businesses because of their passion, not
the passion of the facilitator.”

Townsend said her experience has shown that most
entrepreneurs have great ideas for a product but fall
short on ideas for marketing the concept. That’s where
her job begins, helping people build a viable market-
ing program.

In Baker City, Townsend stopped by a flower shop she
helped get started. The owner, a young lady who
bought the existing business several years ago, told
her visitors that business was good. “We’re busy. My
mom is here helping me out,” she said.

Across the street, Townsend stopped by an ice cream
parlor to chat with the owner. An old counter with
roll-around stools beckon to days gone by - the early
fifties. Photos of Elvis Presley, Marilyn Monroe, and
old movie posters with stars like Humphrey Bogart

Baker City, OR., pop. 35,000, is a historic site, mak-
ing its mark in the gold rush days of the late 1800s. 
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adorn the walls. Here, teen-agers sit sipping on milk-
shakes, spinning on their stools. An old jukebox with
45 rpm records sits nearby. The owner knows every-
one by name.

Over the past 15 years, Sirolli has developed bench-
marks to track the progress of development in Baker
City. Townsend said her goal is to provide consulta-
tion to 250-300 clients. Of that number, about 100
will be served by her, and 20-30 new businesses will
be established.

Sixty to eighty jobs will be created under her plan.

The Sirolli contract was completed ion July 2002.
Since then, Townsend has continued to work, sup-
ported by small grants. Her budget is about $65,000
a year.

In the past five years, Townsend has helped a home
health care business become viable, assisted a small
company become a manufacturer of fleece clothing,
helped a candle making operation, helped start a cof-
fee roasting company, help start a funeral home, and
help start a second hand store.

According to a chart developed by BEGIN, an easily
understood tracking process is the “cost per job”
analysis. Under the federal Economic Development
Administration, it costs $30,000 to create one job.
Under the Oregon Economic and Community
Development Department, it costs $10,000 to create
one job. Under BEGIN, the cost is  almost negligible
- about $2,300.

RECOMMENDATIONS

There is a great divide between the Sirolli concept of
Enterprise Facilitation and the methods that have been
used to stir economic activity in rural Alaska.
Historically, Alaska has experienced a boom to bust
economy most likely because Alaska society has
based its fortunes on non-renewable resource develop-
ment. 

Mining for gold has come and gone, and fisheries is a
thing of the past. Timber harvests used to support
whole regions, now that’s gone too. Even oil produc-
tion will soon disappear. 

Another frequent economic interloper in rural Alaska
is development based on the “trickle down” theory.
Community and institutional projects appear annually
to help put people to work. But as soon as the projects
are done, unemployment rates soar and former work-
ers either go on welfare or barely make it at all.

AFN is keenly aware that only a sustainable economy
will prove sufficient in rural communities. And that
any new development concepts will have to come
from the people themselves. With a little help, local
villagers can turn the economic corner and learn to
think on a new level - one that is individual in nature
- rather than communal. 

That concept may be hard to imagine in some seg-
ments of Native society, what with decades and even
generations of communal mindset. Change of this
magnitude will perhaps not be an easy proposition.
Individualistic thought will likely cause division and
upheaval in some villages and larger hub communi-
ties. But it is unlikely that personal dreams will ever
surface or materialize unless there are more gains to
be had than losses.
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The methodology of economic development created
and adopted by the Sirolli Institute has but one focus
- to help people become independent one person at a
time. It only offers a service to individuals based
solely on the level of passion shown by the potential
client.

Giving rise to the spirit of entrepreneurship in village
Alaska will be a monumental task. It will require
patience and long hours of hand-holding, a step-by-
step teaching application, and unwavering commit-
ment on the part of the enterprise facilitator.

But change is inevitable and will occur nonetheless.
More and more young people have reached for high-
er education. More college graduates are exiting col-
leges and universities, degrees in hand, ready to
make their mark in the world. It is these young peo-
ple that are ready for the challenge of change. 

My recommendation is to adopt the Sirolli Institute
as one of several possibilities. It is also my recom-
mendation that one or two projects be given the
opportunity to see if the Sirolli method will work.
Hub locations, i.e., Bethel, Unalakleet, Kotzebue,
Barrow, Juneau, Ketchikan, Fort Yukon, are possible
choices.

Funds to contract with the Sirolli Institute can be
located and captured from available state and federal
grants. Flexibility on the part of funding sources will
be key to success.

Enterprise Facilitation is new. It has not been tried
and tested in rural Alaska. It is time.

Attachments:

1. Cost per job created
2. Baker County Chamber of  Commerce
3. Goals: BEGIN Project, Baker City

4. Partners in Economic Development in Baker
County
5. Newspaper column: Baker City Herald
6. Sirolli Board prospects, Sherman, TX.
7. Small Business Startup Comparison

The writer wishes to thank the Denali Commission
and AFN for the opportunity to make this report and
offer these recommendations. John Tetpon
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